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eek by week, line by line, topic by topic, a young woman is painstakingly constructing a 
map. The terrain of this map is not geographical. Its mountains and valleys are the practical 

and conceptual underpinnings of our world. Passuk by passuk, mishnah by mishnah, Dr. Adina 
Schick is mapping the traditional yeshivah elementary school curriculum. 

The purpose of the map is to demonstrate to the City and State Education Departments in a 
concrete and transparent manner how the traditional learning standards mandated to be 

covered in all schools are met through the study of these subjects. 

The Brains 
Behind the 
Battle 

Dr. Adina Schick
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PEARLS 

It is no secret that yeshivos are under attack. New 
York State has long respected the autonomy of 
religious and independent schools.  There has been a 
requirement since the late nineteenth century that 
private schools must provide their students with 
“substantial equivalence of instruction,” but 
government has until recently allowed private 
schools to educate their students in the manner they 
and the parents of those students see fit. The status 
quo worked quite nicely for over one hundred years. 

Things began to change over the past few years,  
when a former member of our community formed a 
lobbying group, YAFFED, whose sole purpose is to get 
government to investigate and regulate yeshivos. The 
group wrote a letter to the New York City Department 
of Education accusing 39 yeshivos of depriving their 
students of an adequate secular education. 

Community leaders decided to band together and 
develop a common strategy to address these issues. 
They founded an organization called PEARLS: Parents 
for Educational and Religious Liberty in Schools. This 
organization represents parents who choose yeshivah 
education for their children.

PEARLS is operating on several fronts. They began 
by retaining a skilled group of frum educators to 
prepare textbooks, lesson plans and workbooks that 
meet Common Core standards while adhering to 
community standards of propriety. By pooling 
resources in this manner, they have helped upgrade 
the quality of the secular education in chassidic 
schools. They are working with major educational 
publishers such as Houghton-Mifflin and Saddlier 
Oxford to create these materials.  

On the legal front, they are working to defend 
attacks against the yeshivos. They are also conducting 
a public relations campaign to combat misinformation 
about yeshivah education. PEARLS also approached 
Adina Schick to embark on the mapping of the 

yeshivah kodesh curriculum. Yossi Grunwald of 
PEARLS explains, “Even though people speak about 
the skills gained through Limudei Kodesh, when you 
can see all of the details mapped out in a professional 
manner, the impact is much greater. We needed to 
document that what takes place in Limudei Kodesh is 
a rigorous educational experience.”

The recently issued State Education Department 
guidelines are very troubling. But even they 
acknowledged that Limudei Kodesh has educational 
value. That seems obvious to us, but YAFFED filed a 
federal lawsuit challenging that very point.  

The gist of the lawsuit is that it should be 
unconstitutional for either the City or the State to 
credit yeshivos for what is taught as part of Limudei 
Kodesh. When PEARLS, Agudah and Torah Umesorah 
responded on behalf of the yeshivah community, a 
declaration by Dr. Schick was part of the papers 
submitted to the United States District Court hearing 
the case.

On Wednesday, January 16th, the Court issued a 
ruling on the lawsuit. YAFFED had requested an 
injunction, preliminary to the actual court case. The 
Court not only rejected the request for an injunction, 
but threw out the lawsuit entirely. The 35-page 
decision, which included references to the PEARLS 
statement, concluded that YAFFED had no standing 
to bring the suit. A threat has been averted, but we 
have no doubt that we will face additional legal 
threats from this group, which has made its goal the 
destruction of the yeshivah system as we know it. 

This court decision is gratifying and helpful. 
However, we must not be lulled into complacency, 
the danger has not passed. The draconian and 
intrusive State guidance still remains in force. 
Inspections of yeshivas are slated to begin soon.  We 
must increase our advocacy on all fronts and put 
enormous efforts and resources into fighting this 
powerful threat. Continued prayer and enormous 
siyate dshmaya is needed.
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Passuk by passuk, 
mishnah by 

mishnah, Dr. Adina 
Schick is mapping 

the traditional 
yeshivah 

elementary  
school curriculum.

The results of her analyses are formulated in a clear, 
concise and readable manner, translated into terms that are 
meaningful to the broader educational establishment. 

Who is this 
young woman? 

By what process has she become an authoritative 
spokeswoman for the value of a yeshivah education?

From our first conversation, it was obvious that Dr. 
Adina Schick does not seek the spotlight. She is an 
engaging and articulate conversationalist but is reticent and 
understated when talking about herself. Ask her about her 
work, however, and she comes alive, discussing her various 
endeavors with passion and conviction. 

In her capacity as a psychologist, educator and 
educational researcher, she has presented compelling and 
well-documented reports on the methodology of yeshivah 
education. These oral and written presentations have been 
eye-opening for diverse panels of state and city legislators, 
education officials and school personnel.

Dr. Adina Schick has impressive credentials for 
evaluating educational practices. She has a doctorate in 
Developmental Psychology from NYU, where she currently 
serves as the assistant director of undergraduate studies in 
applied psychology. She is a professor at NYU’s Steinhardt 

School, where she teaches a number of undergraduate 
courses, including an elective called Families, Schools and 
Child Development which examines the relations between 
family and school systems, with a focus on low-income 
urban communities. She serves as the co-principal 
investigator directing the L-FELD NYU lab, where her 
research has focused on cultural variations in children’s 
language, literacy and narrative development. 

Dr. Adina Schick has served on many panels and 
advisory boards, including the Sesame Street Workshop 
and Pearson’s. She has presented at many educational 
conferences such as The National Research Conference on 
Early Childhood, the International Association for the 
Study of Child Language, and the Society for Research in 
Child Development. She has published in a wide range of 
educational journals, including the American Journal of 
Community Psychology, Annual Review of Applied 
Linguistics, Journal of Early Childhood Literacy and the 
Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology. 

She has collaborated on a series of research projects 
aimed at supporting the professional development of early 
childhood educators throughout New York City as well as 
New York State. Most recently, the primary focus of her 
research has been on the development and implementation 
of R-SUCCESS, a classroom-based oral storytelling 
intervention that supports low-income, ethnic minority 
children’s reading readiness by bridging home-school 
practices in an authentic and meaningful manner.
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Yes, I spend many 
hours in a research lab. 
But it is not in a dark, 
dank basement. There 
are no test tubes. It is 
a cheerful, well-lit 
space.

Route to Her Profession 
One would think that the route to her profession was meticulously planned. “Actually, my choice of career came 

about quite haphazardly,” says Adina. “I never thought of myself as a future career woman. I started out teaching in 
Rabbi Ehrenreich’s Bais Yaakov. I taught seventh- and eighth-grade English for a number of years. I was also involved in 
coaching students for the ELAs, and in mentoring teachers and students. 

“I went to Touro for my B.A. while teaching at Bais Yaakov. I planned to major in math, thinking that I would 
eventually take the actuarial exams. However, the math placement test exempted me from the entry level math courses, 
so I ended up taking many courses in psychology. I had an excellent professor, whose classes I enjoyed, so I signed up 
for a number of additional courses in psychology. By the time I was in my last year of college, I realized that without 
planning to, I had majored in psychology.

“I was a bit offended when Dr. Ezra Gampel, my professor at Touro, recommended that I pursue an advanced degree 
but train my focus on psychological research. ‘Is there something wrong with me?’ I wondered. ‘Is he suggesting I should 
not interact with people? Is that what I am destined to do, spend my time in a dank basement somewhere, with murky 
test tubes and musty academic tomes?’

“However, a few years later, after a bit of reflection, I realized that his advice made sense. During this time, I was 
teaching at Bais Yaakov and mentoring students, while pursuing my master’s in educational psychology.

“From my experience mentoring students, I 
knew that it went against my nature to 

speak to a troubled student and then go home and 
forget about it. I saw that it would be difficult for me 
to cultivate the professional detachment necessary 
for a career in clinical psychology. I realized that, 
while it was important for me to continue to 
support others, I could do so outside of a 
professional relationship. I also realized that the 
intellectual challenge of research would be a good 
fit for me. I love posing fundamental questions and 
searching for honest answers. I enjoy crunching 

numbers and working with data. I also enjoy 
classroom teaching. 

“I maintained my connection to Bais Yaakov while 
I pursued my doctoral degree. In the first year of my 
doctoral program, I managed to balance the rigorous 
academic demands with teaching eighth grade. This 
was no easy feat, as students were expected to be 
fully devoted to the program, and even part-time 
outside employment was not an option. However, 
for that first year, I managed to do so, with only my 
mentor knowing where I disappeared to for a few 
hours three afternoons a week.
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Adina is  
a proud 
product of 
the system 
that she is 
defending. 

“A fter that first 
year, when my 

schedule no longer allowed 
me to remain in the 
classroom, I remained 
active in mentoring 
teachers, organizing a 
writing curriculum and 
preparing students for the 
ELAs. It was hard for me to 
leave the warmth of Bais 
Yaakov, where Rabbi 
Ehrenreich had created a 
nurturing atmosphere and modeled a sound, wise and effective approach to education.

“Rabbi Ehrenreich has an amazing balance when it comes to dealing with students and teachers. Despite the size 
of the school, he sees each student as an individual. He is firm, compassionate and wise. He is always a step ahead 
of the students. Before dealing with ‘at-risk’ children was in vogue, Rabbi Ehrenreich was taking steps to help 
vulnerable students with appropriate guidance and placement. 

“I remember the time he reached out to several former students who had chosen another path. He invited them 
to a meeting with a few select staff members. He asked them, ‘What could we have done to prevent this? What 
should we have done differently?’ They answered him honestly and forthrightly. Only someone with Rabbi 
Ehrenreich’s integrity could have elicited such open responses. 

“W hen I mentioned to my NYU students that my teaching 
skills had been honed through teaching hundreds of 

seventh- and eighth-graders, they asked in mock horror, ‘Do you use the 
same methods on us that you used on eighth-graders?’ 

“‘Well, yes, in some ways I do,’ I confessed. When I taught elementary 
school, I had been known as a strict teacher, and I probably have that 
reputation in college as well. I have high expectations for my students and 
I want them to work hard and live up to their potential. However, I do 
everything I can to help them achieve. In my class, you must work hard to 
receive a top grade. There are no easy “A”s. University students, just like 
elementary students, want to be coddled. 

“However, as I learned by emulating my mother, a renowned teacher at 
Bais Yaakov High School who serves as my primary role model, a teacher 
who succumbs to that approach is doing a disservice to her students.
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“When I began my studies at NYU, Rabbi 
Ehrenreich told me, ‘You will meet a lot of 

very smart people there.’ Indeed, when I entered the 
masters program and sat in a classroom with people 
from Brown, Harvard and Yale, I was intimidated. I was 
worried that I would not have anything to contribute. 

“However, I soon realized that although they had more 
breadth of knowledge, I had greater depth in my 
command of the foundations, of the basic principles of 
psychology. Their universities had offered exotic courses 
in a wide range of subjects. My professors at Touro had 
repeatedly reviewed the fundamentals, which served me 

well.
“I ended up in teaching and research, exactly as Dr. 

Gampel had recommended. I am also busy with 
administrative work, and as assistant director of the 
applied psychology program, I advocate for students and 
mentor them. And yes, I spend many hours in a research 
lab. But it is not in a dark, dank basement. There are no 
test tubes. It is a cheerful, well-lit space with a small 
number of employees and a large number of students 
who assist us as part of their training in psychological 
research.  

“In our laboratory, we design and implement 
interventions and assess the results of work that is done 
with children, parents and teachers. We send students to 

volunteer in inner-city classrooms. We explore the 
home and classroom experiences of Latino and 

African heritage students, and explore ways to 
support their language and overall academic 

success.

“M uch of my work is done with Latino students. 
Latino parents do not read as much to their 

children, when compared to mainstream parents in the 
U.S. It is not as much part of their culture. Moreover, they 
share books in a different manner, adopting the role of an 
engaging narrator and asking few questions of their 
children. 

“Much effort was being expended to train parents to 
read more to their children, and to do so in a co-constructive 
manner. They were coached to ask guiding questions such 
as, ‘Who? What? When? Where? How?’ They were 
encouraged to inquire, ‘What do you think will happen 
next?’ However, this manner of intervention did not have 
the desired effect on the children’s literacy.

“In spending time with these parents and children, we 
observed that the Latino culture had a very rich oral 
tradition. Parents would tell their children extensive 

narratives about life in the old country. They would share 
elaborate stories and legends with great drama and dynamic 
expressions. When they read books as instructed, they 
would point to the pictures and ask the scripted questions 
in a stilted and wooden manner. The dramatic richness of 
the storytelling experience was lost.

“It occurred to us that instead of training the parents to 
change their mode of engagement, we ought to train the 
teachers to appreciate the rich narratives that were being 
shared at home. Instead of devaluing the engagement style 
of the Latino culture, they should be trained to appreciate 
those interactions and engage in similar interactions at 
school. Rather than ‘correcting’ the parents’ mode of 
communication, they should learn to build upon that 
foundation. Over the last few years, we have found that 
when teachers do this, the children make discernible 
advances in their literacy and language development. 
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I n her declaration to the United States District Court, 
Adina explained to the uninitiated what a yeshivah 

education is and how it meets the standards that 
government imposes. She wrote, “In a lower-elementary 
school Jewish studies classroom, daily classes typically 
include both in-text learning of a finite number of Bible 
verses in the original text and an oral comprehension 
component, during which times students are actively 
engaged as the teacher shares the remainder of the content 
orally... 

“As an illustration, when covering the weekly portion of 

Noah, through reading, hearing about, and discussing how 
Noah prepared for the flood the ark that he built, the flood 
itself and the aftermath of the flood, the students gain the 
ability to read with sufficient accuracy and fluency to 
support comprehension; ask and answer questions about 
key details; retell stories and understand main messages; ask 
and answer questions to clarify meanings; describe 
characters, settings and major events in a story using key 
details; determine the meaning of unknown words and 
phrases. As such, critical ELA standards can be met through 
these lessons.

“I remember when my 
high school Megillah 
teacher, taught us the 
passuk, ‘U’mi 
yodea im la’es 
kazos…

“M y work at NYU has given me an in-depth familiarity with the Common Core standards as well as the Next 
Generation standards. I have had many dealings with the Department of Education and experience in 

evaluating performance in terms of current standards and in supporting children in their efforts to reach these 
standards. The idea behind the Common Core learning standards is that learning is not simply the acquisition of 
information. Simply memorizing large quantities of information and spitting it back is not an adequate form of learning.  

“When I was contacted by PEARLS, I was already quite busy with teaching, administration and research. In my 
position, there is an added expectation to write and to publish. Yet I could not in good conscience turn down this 
opportunity. I had sometimes wondered about the seemingly serendipitous path to my career. Yet, here was a chance 
where my particular skills and credentials would enable me to play a role in ensuring the integrity of chinuch.

“I remember when Rebbetzin Libby Mitnick, my high school Megillah teacher, taught us the passuk, ‘U’mi yodea im 
la’es kazos… — Who knows if it was not for this very moment that you were chosen?’ She presented these words as a 
call to every Jew or Jewess in every era who faced an opportunity to help the Jewish people to ask themselves, ‘Who 
knows if your financial or academic success or position of influence was not for the sake of this moment, for this 
opportunity?’”
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“In addition to studying the Bible, a large focus of the 
Jewish studies curriculum, beginning in the upper-elementary 
school grades, is the study of Talmud, which is, in essence, an 
extensive, in-depth compilation of comments and debates on 
the Mishnah, the first written summary of the Oral Law, 
codified in the second century CE. Students of the Talmud 
learn to follow complex arguments that span multiple pages, 

as they are exposed to conflicting and competing viewpoints. 
Notably, there is often no single right answer in Talmudic 
debate. The Talmud may establish the structure of the 
analytical process, but does not fill in all of the details 
necessary to draw a conclusion. This necessitates that students 
explore options and communicate (orally) their thought 
process.”

According to Rabbi Chaim Dovid Zwiebel, executive vice president of Agudath Israel, “The state has been telling us, 
‘Fine. If a certain amount of mathematical calculations are part of the Gemara, just count that as math.’ That approach 
is of limited value to us. We are hoping for a broader reading of this issue. We would like them to acknowledge that 
what we learn in Mishnah and Gemara teaches logic and thinking skills. I think that we have a strong case.”

“Adina Schick is a very compelling presenter,” said Rabbi Zwiebel. “And the fact that she is a both a yeshivah 
graduate herself and a woman is a tremendous asset. Many prominent educational officials are women, and this 
enables her to connect with them in a way that others cannot. There was no question that she was the right person 
for this undertaking.”

Role Models
Adina is no stranger to advocacy on behalf of the Jewish community. Her father, Dr. Marvin Schick, has devoted his 

life to the Jewish community and to Jewish education. As a teenager he forged a connection with Harav Aharon Kotler, 
zt”l. Whether it was assisting Rav Aharon with Chinuch Atzmai, founding COLPA, working with Harav Shneur Kotler, 
zt”l, on behalf of BMG, as president of RJJ, and through facilitating the construction of dozens of yeshivah buildings 
through Avi Chai’s building loan program, he has been a forceful advocate for the yeshivah community.  

While this drive to help the klal is clear in Adina’s work, the single greatest hadracha she takes is from her mother, 
who over the past three plus decades, has taught thousands of girls. Mrs Malka Schick lives and models a life of 
hatznea leches, modesty, yashrus and a pure and unquestioning acceptance of ratzon Hashem, and this, according to 
Adina, serves as the guiding blueprint for her own life.

Adina is a proud product of the system that she is defending. “She remains every inch the Bais Yaakov girl,” says 
her sister-in-law Michal Schick. “In her shemiras halachah and in her hashkafos, she has not changed a bit.” Her 
refinement, her dignity and her integrity are her most important credentials. She speaks with confidence and 
conviction not only because of her belief in the educational value of limud haTorah. What truly motivates Dr. Adina 
Schick is her appreciation of the transcendent value of limud haTorah, as a Divine imperative and as the force that has 
ensured the nitzchiyus of Klal Yisrael throughout the ages: “Ki heim chayeinu v’orech yameinu.” 

“If a certain amount 
of methematical 
calculations are part 
of the Gemara, just 
count that as math”
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